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Youth at Risk: processes of individualisation and
responsibilisation in the risk society
PETER KELLY, University of Queensland, Ipswich, Australia
Introduction
In the liberal democracies at the start of the new millennium the so called ‘crisis of youth’
(at-risk) is a key marker in debates about youth among intellectuals, social commentators,
market researchers, politicians, bureaucrats, religious groups, (self-appointed) moral
guardians, and experts in various domains of expertise (Eckersley, 1988, 1992, 1995).
This paper will argue that the truth of youth at-risk rehearses, in part, the historical
truths of youth as delinquent, deviant and disadvantaged (Swadener & Lubeck, 1995).
However, a ‘dangerous’ (Foucault, 1983) aspect of the truth of youth at-risk is that,
potentially, every behaviour, every practice, every group of young people can be
constructed in terms of risk (Tait, 1995).
In this paper I will argue for the possibilities of a productive convergence between
aspects of theories of re exive modernisation (Beck et al., 1994) and governmentality
(Foucault, 1991). The points of contact between these seemingly disparate literatures can
enable us to understand the contemporary ‘conditions of possibility’ that enable youth
at-risk discourses to function as powerful truths (Henriques et al., 1984). I will demon-
strate that this convergence enables youth at-risk to be examined at two, interconnected
levels. In the  rst instance ‘risk’ will be understood as constituting a metanarrative in an
age of ‘manufactured uncertainty’ (Giddens, 1994). Secondly, the identi cation of risk
factors and populations at-risk will be understood as techniques mobilised in diverse
attempts to ‘make up’ rational, choice making, autonomous, responsible citizens within
(neo)liberal projects of government (Rose, 1996a).
In this sense it can be argued that the discourses of youth at-risk seek to individualise
the risks to the self that are generated in the institutionally structured risk environments
of the ‘risk society’ (Beck, 1992). Moreover, these processes of individualisation also visit
new forms of responsibility on young people and their families to prudently manage
individual ‘re exive biographical projects’ (Giddens, 1991) in increasingly uncertain
settings. In this paper I want to argue for a ‘politics of risk’ that would problematise these
processes of individualisation and responsibilisation (Burchell, 1996). Such a politics
would also problematise the roles played by institutionalised expertise in generating
ISSN 0159-6306 (print)/ISSN 1469-3739 (online)/01/010023-11 Ó 2001 Taylor & Francis Ltd
DOI: 10.1080/0159630012003973 1
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 1
7:2
1 0
2 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
24 P. Kelly
discourses of youth at-Risk, and the forms of regulation that  ow from these discursive
practices.
The point to such a problematisation would be twofold. In the  rst instance my
purpose would be to contribute to re exive conversations about the risks of contempor-
ary settings—and the consequences of these institutionally structured risk environments
for individual and collective biographies. Following on from this objective this ‘politics of
risk’ would look to ways of conceiving youth at-risk in terms other than of individual
pathologies and de cits—thus refusing contemporary practices of (neo)liberal govern-
ment that visit new forms of responsibility on young people and their families.
Discourses of Youth at-Risk
The youth at-risk literature is extensive.1 Withers and Batten (1995) provide a point of
entry to the vast discursive terrain of youth at-risk. Their review of the at-risk literature
identi es two central and often ‘competing’ concerns within at-risk discourses. They
identify, in the  rst instance, a ‘humanistic intention’ which is grounded in concerns
about harm, danger, care, and support for those young people who might be at-risk. In
the second instance an ‘economic intention’ legitimates these attempts to regulate
youthful identities. This intention foregrounds the costs and the bene ts—to young
people and families, but primarily to communities and the nation—of identifying risk
factors and populations at-risk, and of mobilising certain interventions on the basis of
these identi cations (pp. 5–6). Their review of the at-risk literature suggests a ‘compe-
tition for primacy’ between these humanistic and economic concerns; a competition that
can be identi ed in any number of interventionist programs that take as their object
youth at-risk (pp. 5–6).
Colthart (1996), for instance, canvasses these themes when he cites a Western
Australian government report on youth affairs which positions youth as being at-risk ‘if
their life circumstances threaten physical, psychological or emotional well-being and
preclude or limit the normative developmental experiences necessary to achieve healthy
adult functioning’ (p. 31). The ‘major categories of risk factors’ which jeopardise the
achievement of, or transition to, ‘healthy adult functioning’ include:
failure to complete Year 10: unemployment or being in marginal or insecure
employment: engagement in behaviour likely to bring one into the criminal
justice system: engagement in unsafe health practices: and being subject to a
family environment which fails to provide adequate safety and/or fails to
convey a sense of self-worth. (pp. 31–32)
Discourses of youth at risk are framed by the idea that youth should be a transition from
normal childhood to normal adulthood. Freeland (1991, 1992, 1996) constructs youth as
a ‘stage of life between childhood and adulthood’. Childhood is identi ed with ‘physio-
logical immaturity, emotional and economic dependence and primary ties with parents
and siblings’. Adulthood, in this view, is framed in terms of ‘physiological maturity,
emotional and economic autonomy, and by primary ties with the adult partner and
children’ (Freeland, 1996, p. 7).
As a construction of diverse forms of expertise the discourses of youth at-risk are,
potentially, encompassing of all youthful behaviours and dispositions. Withers and Batten
(1995) and Batten and Russell (1995), in extensive reviews of this literature, point to this
‘central’ theme in at-risk discourses. Mobilising a developmental psychology understand-
ing of adolescence, Withers and Batten (1995) argue that the psychological, physiological
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Youth at Risk 25
and ‘social stresses and tensions’ experienced during adolescence mean that ‘all youths
are in some sense at risk’ (p. 1).
The view that all young people are potentially at-risk signals a dangerous development
in attempts to regulate youthful identities. At-risk discourses constitute, in part, a
historical continuity in the construction of certain youthful populations in terms of
deviancy, delinquency, and de cit. At-risk discourses, however, provide a technique, and
a narrative, for attempts to regulate the behaviours and dispositions of young people
which is potentially ‘endless’ (Tait, 1995, p. 128). Moreover, these discourses situate
youth as being at risk within the institutionally structured risk environments that
characterise the ‘risk society’ (Beck, 1992)—a positioning that seeks to ‘responsibilise’
(Burchell, 1996) young people and their families for the conduct and consequences of
individual biographies.
Processes of Indivdualisation and Standardisation in the Risk Society
Ulrich Beck’s (1992, 1994a, 1994b) re exive modernisation thesis is situated in relation
to debates about modernity/postmodernity. For Beck (1992) there is a sense that in the
last half of the 20th century and at the start of the new millennium ‘we’ are ‘eye
witnesses’ to a ‘break within modernity, which is freeing itself from the contours of the
classical industrial society and forging a new form—the (industrial) “risk society”’ (p. 9).
Beck (1992) argues that, in much the same way as industrial modernity ‘dissolved the
structure of feudal society’, so processes of re exive modernisation have ‘consumed and lost
its other’, and now undermine ‘its own premises as an industrial society along with its
functional principles’ (p. 10, original emphasis).
Importantly, in terms of Beck’s (1994a) thesis on the ‘re exive’ character of these
processes, these changes are occurring largely outside of the political, planning, or
regulatory ambit of liberal democratic nation states and the ‘democratic self understand-
ings’ of these societies. These processes are not the result of rational, cognitive contem-
plation about the progress of modernity. These processes occur, largely, ‘surreptitiously
and unplanned in the wake of normal, autonomised modernization’ (p. 3). ‘Autonomous’
here refers to the manner in which these processes are generated within rationalities,
frameworks, interests, forms of regulation and management peculiar to particular
settings, institutions and centres of expertise. These processes answer not to a single logic
or rationality, or overriding national or community interest.
One consequence of processes of re exive modernisation is the prominence of
‘institutionally structured risk environments’ (Giddens, 1991). In these settings a capacity
to endlessly recon gure relations of time-space, and the re exivity generated by the
penetration of abstract systems into the everyday lifeworlds of modernity provoke a
general concern with the ‘control of time’. Narratives of risk are, for Giddens (1991),
about the ‘colonisation of the future ’ (p. 111, original emphasis). Within these narratives ‘all
action’, including that which adheres to traditional forms and practices, ‘is in principle
“calculable” in terms of risk’ (p. 112). Here the practice of institutionalised re exive
monitoring of young people’s behaviours and dispositions energises the emergence of
discourses of youth at-risk.
Processes of re exive modernisation produce new forms of individualisation and
standardisation. Beck (1992) argues that these largely autonomous processes of re exive
modernisation ‘tend to dissolve’ the ‘traditional parameters of industrial society’ in a
‘surge of individualization’. While ‘relations of inequality’ appear relatively stable,
individuals are increasingly released from prior groundings in a ‘conscience collective’ of
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26 P. Kelly
class, gender, and family relations (p. 87). Under these conditions, where class, gender
and family coordinates recede (but do not disappear), individuals themselves become ‘the
reproduction unit for the social in the life world’ (p. 130, original emphasis). Individuals are
compelled to assume the role of makers of their own ‘livelihood mediated by the market
as well as their biographical planning and organization’ (p. 130). For Beck (1992) these
processes of ‘individualisation’ are carried by, and indeed carry, processes of ‘standardis-
ation’. The penetration of market relations and of abstract systems into every aspect of
the lifeworld compels the individual to choose. At the same time these processes promote
forms of market and institutional dependency, forms of ‘standardisation’. Under the
conditions of re exive modernisation these processes of individualisation and standardis-
ation assume a ‘novel’ character structured by the ‘contradictory double face of
institutionally dependent individual situations’ (p. 130, original emphasis).
Individualisation processes result, argues Beck (1992), in individual biographies becom-
ing ‘self re exive’ and ‘self produced’. The self in this sense becomes a do-it-yourself
(DIY) project (p. 135). Individuals are compelled to choose; we must choose and decide
about ‘education, profession, job, place of residence, spouse, number of children’ (p. 135).
The domains of existence ‘which are fundamentally closed to decision-making’ are
diminishing, while those aspects of individual biographies which are ‘open and must be
constructed personally’ are increasing (p. 135). Yet, as Beck (1992) argues, these individ-
ualisation processes, which are institutionally structured, are also increasingly, institution-
ally dependent, and thus increasingly open to institutionally generated risks. These
institutionally generated risk environments, and the consequences they have for individ-
ual biographies emerge as ‘no longer just events and conditions’ that are visited upon
individuals. Rather these risks emerge as the result of individual decision making (p. 136).
Within emerging (neo)liberal problematisations of liberal welfare governance the prudent
management of these risks is constructed as the responsibility of the individual.
Liberal Welfare Governmentality: socialising the risks of modernity
Foucault’s theorisation of governmentality provides a means to think about the practice
of government through discourses of youth at-risk. Discourses of governmentality think
of (neo)liberalism as a problematisation of the practice of liberal welfare government.2
Colin Gordon (1991) argues that a central concern in Foucault’s investigations of
governmental rationalities, and of the emergence of liberalism in the 18th century and
of post-war (neo)liberalism, is to move away from thinking about liberalism in terms of
ideology, or philosophy, or doctrine or as political or economic theory. Instead Foucault’s
purpose is to construct liberalism and (neo)liberalism as styles ‘of thinking quintessentially
concerned with the art of governing’; and as sets of practices and techniques that promise
to make government possible (p. 4).
Central to this understanding of the problematics of liberal government are the roles
played by various forms of expertise in rendering reality knowable in ways that promise
to make government operable. Thinking of government as concerning the conduct of
conduct shifts our attention from the political rhetorics or ideologies of a monologic or
monolithic state. Governmentality theories enable forms on the historically contingent
interrelationships between ‘political rationalities’ and ‘governmental technologies’, and to
the activities of various experts in diverse centres of expertise who promise to render
government—of the state, civil society, the economy and the self—operable (Rose &
Miller, 1992).
Rose (1996a) argues that during the late 19th century and the  rst half of the 20th
century there were various transformations in the problematics of liberal government.
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Youth at Risk 27
These transformations witnessed the emergence of the notion of social welfare as a
rationality of government that would seek to “‘social-ize” both individual citizenship and
economic life in the name of collective security’ (p. 48). In this view, the welfare state
emerges, in a contested fashion, as a consequence of these transformations in liberal arts
of government. Understood thus, the liberal welfare state appears as the result of diverse
attempts to ‘recode’, across a variety of domains, ‘the relations between the political  eld
and the management of economic and social affairs’ (Rose, 1996a, p. 48). For Rose
(1996a), this recon guration of the practices of government along the lines of ‘social
welfare’ invested in political authorities certain responsibilities as ‘guarantors’ of both the
‘freedom of the individual and the freedom of the capitalist enterprise’. As a ‘formula of
rule’, the liberal welfare state was, in this view, ‘somewhere between classical liberalism
and nascent socialism’ (p. 48). The contested nature of these transformations was most
apparent in the domain of the economic, where state regulation and intervention
‘weakened’ the ‘privacy of the market and the enterprise while retaining their formal
autonomy’ (p. 48). This transformed practice of government, which took as its main
object ‘economic security’, also provoked tensions and resistances through the diverse
attempts to regulate and ‘act upon’ the ‘social milieux within which production and
exchange occurred’ (p. 48).
‘Social insurance’ and ‘social work’, as two forms of this transformed practice of
government, indicate the nature or the domains that were marked out within these
reconceived political, moral and economic rationalities. Rose (1996a) argues that social
insurance is an ‘inclusive’ technology of government, in so far as it has as its object
contested notions of ‘social solidarity’ (p. 48). Technologies of liberal welfare government,
such as a state-funded schooling system, child welfare practices, unemployment bene ts,
widows’ pensions, supporting parents’ bene ts, attempt to socialise the regulation of the
risks of a less re exive modernity. Here the ‘dangers’ and ‘risks’ associated with a
‘capricious system of wage labour, and the corporeal riskiness of a body subject to
sickness and health’ are con gured, within the problematics of liberal welfare govern-
ment, as rightfully falling under the ‘stewardship of a “social” State’ (p. 48).
Rose (1996a) suggests that this attempt to regulate, in the name of collective security,
the ‘vicissitudes’ of individual ‘life histories’ within the disintegrative processes of modern
social life was complemented by the emergence of the practice of social work. Social
work, as a practice of liberal welfare governance, represented a strategic intervention into
individual life processes via ‘complex assemblages’ of centres of expertise (schools, courts,
hospitals, health centres, state bureaucracies). The objects of these interventions, most
often within the ‘matrix of the family’, were those citizens and would-be citizens (the
child, the adolescent) judged to be ‘pathological’ in relation to social norms.
There is then a particular relationship between expertise and the citizen subject within
the problematics of liberal welfare government, which is signalled, for Rose (1996a), by
a particular articulation of social ‘security’ and social ‘responsibility’. This articulation
sees the subject of welfare conceived as a citizen, ‘with rights to social protection and
social education in return for duties of social obligation and social responsibility, both
re guring and retaining the Liberal character of “freedom” and “privacy”’ (p. 49).
In the ‘re exive modernisation’, ‘risk society’ literature it is argued that the institu-
tional practices of a less re exive modernity become more or less redundant, or less
capable of dealing with the processes that are transforming nation states and the
lifeworlds of their populations (Beck, 1992). In contemporary settings it is argued that
there are profound material and discursive processes at work, largely beyond the
regulatory ambit of the institutional structures of an earlier modernity, which take as
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28 P. Kelly
their object the trajectory and outcomes of individualised, re exive biographical projects.
Beck (1992) argues that under these conditions abstract systems and institutional
structures increasingly assume ‘a kind of representative function for the fading industrial
period’ (p. 134); a function that sees such systems and structures moving to ‘intervene
normatively with pedagogic and disciplinary actions in ways of life “deviating” from the
of cial standards of normality’ (p. 134). In this sense, the mobilisation of narratives
of risk, and the associated identi cation of risk categories by diverse forms of expertise
with regard to the behaviours and dispositions of contemporary populations of youth,
can be seen as a powerful instantiation of these individualisation and standardisation
processes.
In the context of these processes of transformation it becomes possible to think of the
ungovernability of the nation state; at least in terms of more familiar practices of
government—such as the welfare state, or the interventionist, Keynesian state. However,
this apparent ungovernability signals not the end of the nation state, but rather the
recon guration of a range of practices of liberal welfare government. In this context we
see the emergence of a range of (neo)liberal problematisations of liberal welfare
government. These problematisations have been named, variously and in various
contexts, as Reaganism, Thatcherism, the New Right, Economic Rationalism, and even
the Third Way. In the literature on governmentality these problematisations of liberal
welfare government, named as advanced liberal or (neo)liberal, are framed not in terms
of ideology, or philosophy, or party politics (given the apparent differences between each
characterisation), but rather in terms of a series of problematisations of governable spaces
and governable subjects (Rose, 1999a, 1999b).3
Under the conditions of re exive modernisation, in settings rendered knowable via
narratives of uncertainty and risk, (neo)liberalism attempts to make government thinkable
in particular ways. However, this rationality can only be made concrete by the
mobilisation of the ‘materials and forces’, the ‘calculations and techniques’ that come to
hand in particular regulatory settings where the conduct of conduct is practised (Rose &
Miller, 1992). Yet not all available techniques are constructed as useful, or enabling
within these ways of thinking the art of government. The activities of diverse forms of
expertise are structured by institutionally patterned differences in the ‘power to mean’
(Watts, 1993/1994). Truth, as a thing of this world, is contested and struggled over in
these spaces. Moreover, particular rationalities provoke certain ways of thinking, certain
ways of rendering reality knowable. Within particular rationalities it is dif cult to
conceive of certain claims to knowledge as being truthful. It is in this sense that I want
to argue that the processes of identi cation, measurement, calculation and intervention
which risk discourses mobilise and enable promise powerful technologies for rendering
(neo)liberal governmentality operable. I will return to this theme in the  nal part of this
paper.
Emerging (neo)liberal problematisations of government witness the increasing
mobilisation of expertise in more sophisticated attempts to govern the ungovernable. As
part of this ongoing process, there are attempts to narrow, and to strengthen,
the boundaries that mark the normal from the deviant, the normal from those
at-risk. Discourses of youth at-risk, which tell particular truths about the future of
the nation, the chances of securing economic well-being for all (Roman, 1996), and
the uncertainties associated with globalising ‘economies of signs and spaces’ (Lash
& Urry, 1994), are one aspect of (neo)liberal problematisations of liberal welfare
government.
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Youth at Risk 29
(Neo)Liberalism and New Forms of Responsibilisation
The governmentality literature argues that (neo)liberalism signals a transformation in the
way that government—of the state, civil society, the economy, and the self—is conceived.
These transformations structure, differently, the political rhetorics mobilised in the
Anglo/European parliamentary democracies, including the rhetorics mobilised by the
social democratic labour parties in these settings. Indeed, Rose (1996a) argues that
‘advanced liberal’ problematisations of liberal welfare governance ‘can be observed in
national contexts from Finland to Australia, advocated by political regimes from left to
right, and in relation to problem domains from crime control to health’ (p. 53).
(Neo)Liberal governmentality, which takes as its object a problematisation of the practice
of liberal welfare government, attempts to recon gure the practices of government by
conceiving the subject as rational, autonomous, choice making and responsible.
In this governmentality there is a sense that the central problematic of government ‘is
not the anti-social effects of the economic market, but the anti-competitive effects of
society ’ (Gordon, 1991, p. 42). The idea of the death of the social, given expression in
Margaret Thatcher’s mid–1980s proclamation that there is no such thing as society,
signals an attempt within (neo)liberal rationalities to govern through the behaviours and
dispositions of individuals, rather than society (Rose, 1996a, 1996b). Government, as it
is conceived here, ought to have as its object, a furthering of ‘the game of enterprise as
a pervasive style of conduct, diffusing the enterprise-form throughout the social fabric as
its generalized principle of functioning’ (Gordon, 1991, p. 42).
This recasting of ‘the social as a form of the economic’ proceeds via a process whereby
the ‘territory of economic theory’ is enlarged through a ‘series of rede nitions of its
object’ (Gordon, 1991, p. 43). For Gordon (1991) this process witnesses a movement
from a neoclassical view that ‘economics concerns the study of all behaviours involving
the allocation of scarce resources’ to diverse ends, through to a view that economics takes
as its object all rational thought and action ‘entailing strategic choices between alterna-
tive paths, means and promises’ (p .43). This process of rearticulation promises to render
reality thinkable in a manner that addresses ‘the totality of human behaviour’ (p. 43).
Conceiving human motivations, dispositions and capacities for action and thought in this
manner provides (neo)liberalism with a ‘purely economic method of programming the
totality of governmental action’ (p. 43).
Where the meanings of life are transformed, largely autonomously, into meanings that
are structured by the market form, then the subjects of (neo)liberal rationalities of
government emerge as ‘free’, ‘entrepeneurial’, competitive and (economically) rational
individuals. However, within these changed problematics of government, this ‘form is not
so much a given of human nature as a consciously contrived style of conduct’ (Burchell,
1996, pp. 23–24). That is, this subject has to be ‘made up’ (educated) (Rose & Miller,
1992) via the mobilisation of diverse techniques, as the active, autonomous, responsible
entrepreneur of her or his own DIY project of the self (Beck, 1992).
The Management of Risk by the Autonomous, Responsible Youthful Self
Burchell (1996) argues that emerging (neo)liberal practices of government ‘offer ’ individ-
uals, groups and communities new opportunities to participate ‘actively’ in various arenas
of action ‘to resolve the kind of issues hitherto held to be the responsibility of authorized
governmental agencies’ (p. 29). Here, individuals, groups and communities are ‘encour-
aged freely and rationally, to conduct themselves ’ (p. 29, emphasis added). However, the
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30 P. Kelly
‘contractual implication’ of these processes is that individuals and communities ‘must
assume active responsibility for these activities, both for carrying them out, and of course,
for their outcomes’ (p. 29). Furthermore, these processes of ‘responsibilisation’, as
institutionally dependent processes of individualisation and standardisation (Beck, 1992),
incite and encourage the ‘individual as enterprise’ to ‘conduct themselves in accordance
with the appropriate (or approved) model of action’ (p. 29).
Youth is an artefact of a history of various ways of thinking about the behaviours and
dispositions of those who are conceived as being neither child or adult. Indeed, as an
artefact of expertise, youth is principally about becoming; becoming an adult, becoming
a citizen, becoming independent, becoming autonomous, becoming mature, becoming
responsible. There is some sense in which all constructions of youth defer to this
narrative of becoming, of transition. Moreover, there is a sense in which becoming
automatically invokes the future. Youth, as it is constructed in at-risk discourses, is at-risk
of jeopardising, through present behaviours and dispositions, desired futures. The
discourse of youth at-risk mobilises a form of probabilistic thinking, about certain
preferred or ideal adult futures and the present behaviours and dispositions of youth.
As a technique that promises to render government operable risk works to ‘responsi-
bilise’ (Burchell, 1996) both youth and the family. Youthful subjects are constructed as
responsible for future life chances, choices and options within institutionally structured
risk environments. These processes of responsibilisation, in which the subject is com-
pelled to prudently manage the institutionally structured and dependent risks of her or
his own DIY project of the self (Beck, 1992), produce a ‘ eld characterized by
uncertainty, plurality and anxiety, thus continually open to the construction of new
problems and the marketing of new solutions’ (Rose, 1996c, p. 343).
The family, as the setting of nurturance, care and child/adolescent development is
increasingly responsibilised for the care of the youthful self. This process of responsibil-
isation of the family is of a different order to the narrative of ‘traditional family values’
which structure the political rhetorics of the New Right. New forms of prudentialism in
uncertain times indicate deeper transformations in the ways in which subjects are
conceived as autonomous, choice making, and responsible. These transformations are
not solely the province of political rhetorics. They are structured by the activities of
various experts who restlessly monitor and problematise the nature and truths of youth
and families and the forms of regulation that promise to ‘make up’ these subjects. The
pedagogic family (Donzelot, 1979), with the assistance of the truths produced by various
forms of expertise (about the raising of children and adolescents), is responsible for
making the right choices for the sake of the children. Youth and families, by adopting,
freely and by choice, the practices of the responsible self, can attempt to ward off the
uncertainty and risks structured by processes of re exive modernisation. Those youth and
families incapable or unwilling to adopt, freely, these moral, ethical, economic and social
responsibilities and obligations are then conceived as being at-risk.
Within transformed practices and spaces of regulation there are moves to normalise
youth as rational, choice-making citizens (to-be), who are responsible for their future life
chances through the choices they make with regard to school, career, relationships,
substance use, etc. At the same time there are increasingly sophisticated attempts to
differentiate among youthful populations, via the identi cation of risky behaviours and
dispositions (factors) that place at-risk those practices and capacities of the self which can
effect a secure transition to these preferred futures. Risk, as the double of (social, private)
insurance, is a technique that promises to make these new practices of prudentialism
concrete (O’Malley, 1996). This is a powerful promise. The techniques of risk, its
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Youth at Risk 31
objective, scienti c identi cation, measurement and calculation, and its competing
humanistic and economic concerns, promise to render uncertain future realities thinkable
in ways that provoke prudent, choice-making subjects to be responsible for the conse-
quences of their own behaviours and dispositions. Within emerging (neo)liberal prob-
lematisations of liberal welfare governance the management of risk within institutionally
structured risk environments is thus constructed as the responsibility of the individual.
Conclusion
The sorts of tensions that provoke the dynamism of liberal problematisations of the
nature of government do not disappear or become resolved within (neo)liberalism’s
problematisation of reality. Here the tensions between processes of ‘individualisation’ and
‘standardisation’ (Beck, 1992) provoke the restless mobilisation of expertise in processes
that seek to render the risks associated with contemporary ways of life knowable in terms
that provoke autonomous, responsible young people and their families to prudently
manage the DIY self.
In an article I have already referred to, Nikolas Rose (1999a) problematises the project
of various social democratic movements in the industrialised democracies which name
themselves as the Third Way. Taking as his object the normative and ethical prescrip-
tions that emerge from the work of Giddens and others, Rose laments the paucity of
political inventiveness in Third Way discourses—and the moral and ethical projects that
emerge under the banner of the Third Way which seek to responsibilise individuals and
communities in settings characterised by new and profound risks to certain individuals
and communities. For Rose (1999a) the ‘ethopolitics’ of the Third Way ‘appeals to an
imaginary universal moral consensus, in order to justify a banal and stultifying vision of
a future much like the present only without its downsides’ (p. 490). Against this advanced
liberal governmentality Rose suggests that ‘a politics of moral outrage calls for genuine
inventiveness—in relations of power, in forms of subjectivity and ethics’ (p. 490). My
purpose in this paper has been to contribute to discussions about the form such a politics
might take in relation to youth at-risk.
The argument that I have sketched suggests that a politics of risk which is informed
by discourses of re exive modernisation and governmentality would problematise the
dangerous promise of certainty that energises institutionalised expertise and its construc-
tion of youth at-risk. Such a politics would also problematise the techniques of regulation
that visit new forms of responsibility on young people and their families within the
institutionalised risk environments of the risk society—a problematisation that would look
to ways of refusing risk as signifying individual pathology or de cit.
Correspondence: Peter Kelly, Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, University of
Queensland, Ipswich, Queensland 4305, Australia.
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NOTES
1. Swadener and Lubeck (1995), for instance, claim that in the US between 1989 and 1995 over 2,500
articles and conference papers have focused on the issue of children, families and youth at-risk. In addition
to the texts I cite, see Freeland, 1991, 1992, 1996; Davidson & Linnoila, 1991; Putnins, 1997; Department
of Education, 1996; Department of Employment, Education and Training, 1992; Gross & Capuzzi, 1993;
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Kushman & Kinney, 1993; McWhirter & McWhirter, 1993; Meggert, 1993; Moore, 1997; Nardini &
Antes, 1991; Palmo & Palmo, 1993.
2. The literature on governmentality and liberal and (neo)liberal rationalities of government is extensive. See,
for instance, Rose, 1996b, 1996c; Rose & Miller, 1992; O’Malley, 1996; Cruikshank, 1993; Ashenden,
1996; Barry et al., 1996; Burchell et al., 1991; Gordon, 1991. Rose (1996a) draws together and extends
on the themes that have emerged in this literature.
3. In the following sections I develop a number of these points. However, a detailed discussion of the nature
of the connections between these discourses is beyond the scope of this paper. For a powerful discussion
of the ways in which these seemingly disparate capital ‘P’ political discourses seek to govern through
rationalities and techniques that seek to promote new forms of ethical responsibilities and obligations in
autonomous, choice-making subjects, see Rose (1999a).
REFERENCES
ASHENDEN, S. (1996) Re exive governance and child sexual abuse: liberal welfare rationality and the Cleveland
Inquiry, Economy and Society, 25(1), pp. 64–88.
BARRY, A., OSBORNE, T. & ROSE, N. (1996) Introduction, in: A. BARRY, T. OSBORNE & N. ROSE (Eds) Foucault
and Political Reason: liberalism, neo-liberalism and rationalities of government (London, UCL Press).
BATTEN, M. & RUSSELL J. (1995) Students at Risk: a review of Australian literature 1980–1994 (Melbourne, Australian
Council for Educational Research).
BECK, U. (1992) Risk Society (London, Sage).
BECK, U. (1994a ) The reinvention of politics: towards a theory of re exive modernization, in: U. BECK, A.
GIDDENS & S. LASH, Reexive Modernization: politics, tradition and aesthetics in the modern social order (Cambridge,
Polity Press).
BECK, U. (1994b) Self-dissolution and self-endangerment of industrial society: what does this mean? in: U.
BECK, A. GIDDENS & S. LASH, Reexive Modernization: politics, tradition and aesthetics in the modern social order
(Cambridge, Polity Press).
BECK, U. GIDDENS, A. & LASH, S. (1994) Preface, in: U. BECK, A. GIDDENS & S. LASH, Reexive Modernization:
politics, tradition and aesthetics in the modern social order (Cambridge, Polity Press).
BURCHELL, G. (1996) Liberal government and techniques of the self, in: A. BARRY, T. OSBORNE & N. ROSE
(Eds) Foucault and Political Reason: liberalism, neo-liberalism and rationalities of government (London, UCL Press).
BURCHELL, G., GORDON, C. & MILLER, P. (Eds) (1991) The Foucault Effect: studies in governmental rationality (Hemel
Hempstead, Harvester Wheatsheaf).
COLTHART, A. (1996) At risk youth participation in sport and recreation, Youth Studies Australia, 15(4), pp. 31–37.
CRUICKSHANK, B. (1993) Revolutions within: self-government and self esteem, Economy and Society, 22(3),
pp. 327–344.
DAVIDSON, L. & LINNOILA, M. (1991) Risk Factors for Youth Suicide (Rockville, Hemisphere).
DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION (1996) Students at Risk Program: 1995–1996 (Department of Education, Melbourne).
DEPARTMENT OF EMPLOYMENT, EDUCATION AND TRAINING (1992) Students At Risk Program: case studies (Canberra,
Australian Government Publishing Service).
DONZELOT, J. (1979) The Policing of Families (New York, Random House).
ECKERSLEY, R. (1988) Casualties of Change: the predicament of youth in Australia (Carlton South, Victoria, Australia’s
Commission for the Future).
ECKERSLEY, R. (1992) Youth and the Challenge to Change (Carlton South, Australia’s Commission for the Future).
ECKERSLEY, R. (1995) Values and visions, Youth Studies Australia, 14(1), pp. 13–21.
FOUCAULT, M. (1983) The subject and power, in: H.L. Dreyfus & P. Robinow, Michel Foucault: beyond
structuralism and hermeneutics (Chicago, University of Chicago Press).
FOUCAULT, M. (1991) Governmentality, in: G. BURCHELL, C. GORDON & P. MILLER (Eds) The Foucault Effect:
studies in governmental rationality (Hemel Hempstead, Harvester Wheatsheaf).
FREELAND, J. (1991) Dislocated transitions: access and participation for disadvantaged young people, in:
AUSTRALIAN EDUCATION COUNCIL REVIEW COMMITTEE, Young People’s Participation in Post-compulsory Education
and Training, Vol. 3, Appendix 2 (Canberra, A6PS).
FREELAND, J. (1992) Education and training for the school to work transition, in: T. SEDDON & C. DEER (Eds)
A Curriculum for the Senior Secondary Years (Hawthorn, Victoria, ACER).
FREELAND, J. (1996) The teenage labour market and post-compulsory curriculum reform, paper presented at
‘Making it Work: vocational education in schools ’ conference, Melbourne, Victoria, March.
GIDDENS, A. (1991) Modernity and Self Identity (Cambridge, Polity Press).
GIDDENS, A. (1994) Beyond Left and Right (Cambridge, Polity Press).
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 1
7:2
1 0
2 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
Youth at Risk 33
GORDON, C. (1991) Governmental rationality: an introduction, in: G. BURCHELL, C. GORDON & P. MILLER
(Eds) The Foucault Effect: studies in governmental rationality (Hemel Hempstead, Harvester Wheatsheaf).
GROSS, D.R. & CAPUZZI, D. (1993) De ning youth at risk, in: D. CAPUZZI & D.R. GROSS (Eds) Youth at Risk:
a resource for counselors, teachers and parents (Alexandria, VA, American Counselling Association).
HENRIQUES, J., HOLLWAY, W., URWIN, C., VENN, C. & WALKERDINE, V. (1984) Changing the Subject (London,
Methuen).
KUSHMAN, J.W. & KINNEY, P. (1993) Understanding and preventing school dropout, in: D. CAPUZZI & D.R.
GROSS (Eds) Youth at Risk: a resource for counselors, teachers and parents (Alexandria, VA, American Counselling
Association).
LASH, S. & URRY, J. (1994) Economies of Signs and Space (London, Sage).
MCWHIRTER, J.J. & MCWHIRTER, E.H. (1993) Poor soil yields damaged fruit: environmental in uences, in: D.
CAPUZZI &D.R. GROSS (Eds) Youth at Risk: a resource for counselors, teachers and parents (Alexandria, VA, American
Counselling Association).
MEGGERT, S.S. (1993) ‘Who cares what I think?’ Problems of low self esteem, in: D. CAPUZZI & D.R. GROSS
(Eds) Youth at Risk: a resource for counselors, teachers and parents (Alexandria, American Counselling Association).
MOORE, S. (1997) Youth, sex and risk, Dean’s annual lecture, Faculty of Arts, Victoria University of
Technology, December (Melbourne, Victoria).
NARDINI, M.L. & ANTES, R.L. (1991) An at-risk assessment: teachers rate their students on academic skills and
behavior, Clearing House, 65, pp. 56–62.
O’MALLEY, P. (1996) Risk and responsibility, in: A. BARRY, T. OSBORNE & N. ROSE (Eds) Foucault and Political
Reason: liberalism, neo-liberalism and rationalities of government (London, UCL Press).
PALMO, A.J. & PALMO, L.A. (1993) The harmful effects of dysfunctional family dynamics, in: D. CAPUZZI &D.R.
GROSS (Eds) Youth at Risk: a resource for counselors, teachers and parents (Alexandria, VA, American Counselling
Association).
PUTNINS, A. (1997) ‘At risk’ youth & tattoos, Youth Studies Australia, 16(2), pp. 13–15.
ROMAN, L.G. (1996) Spectacle in the dark: youth as transgression, display and repression, Educational Theory,
46(1), pp. 1–22.
ROSE, N. (1996a) Governing ‘advanced’ liberal democracies, in: A. BARRY, T. OSBORNE & N. ROSE (Eds)
Foucault and Political Reason: liberalism, neo-liberalism and rationalities of government (London, UCL Press).
ROSE, N. (1996b ) Psychiatry as a political science: advanced liberalism and the administration of risk, History
of the Human Sciences, 9(2), pp. 1–23.
ROSE, N. (1996c) The death of the social? Re- guring the territory of government, Economy and Society, 25(3),
pp. 327–356.
ROSE, N. (1999a ) Inventiveness in politics, Economy and Society, 28(3), pp. 467–493.
ROSE, N. (1999b) Powers of Freedom: reframing political thought (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press).
ROSE, N. & MILLER, P. (1992) Political power beyond the state: problematics of government, British Journal of
Sociology, 43(2), pp. 173–205.
SWADENER, B.B. & LUBECK, S. (1995) The social construction of children and families ‘at Risk’: an introduction,
in: B.B. SWADENER & S. LUBECK (Eds) Children and Families ‘at Promise’: deconstructing the discourse of risk (New
York, State University of New York Press).
TAIT, G. (1995) Shaping the ‘at-risk youth’: risk, governmentality and the Finn Report, Discourse, 16(1),
pp. 123–134.
WATTS, R. (1993/94 ) Government and modernity: an essay in thinking governmentality, Arena Journal, 2,
pp. 103–158.
WITHERS, G. & BATTEN, M. (1995) Programs for at-Risk Youth: a review of the American, Canadian and British literature
since 1984 (Camberwell, Australian Council for Educational Research).
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 1
7:2
1 0
2 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
